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mere existence of so general an ideal of conduct in
the poems is a strong argument for Arab chivalry:
for with the Arabs tlie abyss between the ideal
accepted of the mind and the attaining thereof in
motion was narrower than it is among more advanced
nations.

Whatever was the condition of women in the trading
cities and villages, it is certain that in the desert
woman was regarded as she has never since been
viewed among Muslims. The modern harim system
was as yet undreamt of; the maid of the desert was
unfettered by the ruinous restrictions of modern life
in the Bast. She was free to choose her own husband,
and to bind him to have no other wife than herself.
She might receive male visitors, even strangers, with-
out suspicion : for her virtue was too dear to her and
too well assured to need the keeper. It was the
bitterest taunt of all to say to a hostile clan that their
men had not the heart to give nor their women to
deny; for the chastity of the women of the clan was
reckoned only next to the valour and generosity of
the men. In those days bastardy was an indelible
stain. It was the wife who inspired the hero to
deeds of glory, and it was her praise that he most
valued when he came home triumphing. The hero of
desert song thought himself happy to die in guarding
some women from their pursuers. Wounded to the
death, 'Antara halted alone in a narrow pass, and
bade the women press on to a place of safety.
Planting his spear in the ground, he supported him-
self on his horse, so that when the pursuers came up